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Romans 2:17-29 

 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 10 

 
Introduction: 
 
     Dr. C. I. Scofield has titled this paragraph heading in his reference Bible as “The Jew, 
knowing the law, is condemned by the law” (Scofield, The Scofield Reference Bible – Notes; 
1917, page 1193). This section not only applies to the Jew, but unto all the religious like 
people that has a religious knowledge of the law. The hardest people to reach with the 
gospel of Jesus Christ are the religious types that have a learned and experienced 
knowledge of the law. These types are the ones that attend service regularly; some may 
even be leaders in the church. They know the truth, they teach others and understand the 
concepts, yet they refuse to acknowledge their own personal need. They fall to see their 
own sin and refuse to trust Christ as LORD and Saviour.  
 
Romans 2:17-29 

17 Behold, thou art called a Jew, and restest in the law, and makest thy boast of God, 

18 And knowest his will, and approvest the things that are more excellent, being instructed out 
of the law; 

19 And art confident that thou thyself art a guide of the blind, a light of them which are in 
darkness, 

20 An instructor of the foolish, a teacher of babes, which hast the form of knowledge and of the 
truth in the law. 

21 Thou therefore which teachest another, teachest thou not thyself? thou that preachest a 
man should not steal, dost thou steal? 

22 Thou that sayest a man should not commit adultery, dost thou commit adultery? thou that 
abhorrest idols, dost thou commit sacrilege? 

23 Thou that makest thy boast of the law, through breaking the law dishonourest thou God? 

24 For the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through you, as it is written. 
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25 For circumcision verily profiteth, if thou keep the law: but if thou be a breaker of the law, 
thy circumcision is made uncircumcision. 

26 Therefore if the uncircumcision keep the righteousness of the law, shall not his 
uncircumcision be counted for circumcision? 

27 And shall not uncircumcision which is by nature, if it fulfil the law, judge thee, who by the 
letter and circumcision dost transgress the law? 

28 For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; neither is that circumcision, which is outward in 
the flesh: 

29 But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, 
and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men, but of God. 

     It makes absolutely no difference how much of this book you know and understand. It 
makes no difference just how religious you are my friend, because without a personal 
relationship with Jesus Christ and His imputed Righteousness by faith through the grace of 
God, you stand guilty and condemned before a just and holy God.  

Romans 2:17 

17 Behold, thou art called a Jew, and restest in the law, and makest thy boast of God, 

     “The apostle begins this section with an enumeration of those things on which the Jew 
typically prided himself, . . . The verb (boast) brag is a favorite word of Paul’s. Sometimes it 
has a meaning like “rejoice”, but typically it signifies “boast”, as here. The Jew thought of one 
God and of that one God as having a special regard for this one nation, so he took pride in that 
one God” (Morris, The Epistle to the Romans; 1988, page 130-131). 

     The NASB reads – “But if you bear the name “Jew” and rely upon the Law and boast in God” 
(NASB – Romans 2:17). These are they that boasted in God, because they thought since God 
had made a covenant with Abraham and they had the law, and the outward appearance of 
religion that they were right with God. Oh how deceived are the religious with their false 
hope? 

     Many religious people will go to hell, many that knew of Jesus yet they never had a 
relationship with Jesus. Look at what our LORD says in Matthew 7 – “Not everyone who says 
to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my 
Father who is in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy 
in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ 
23 And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of 
lawlessness.’” (ESV – Matthew 7:21-23). 
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     Folks this text is speaking of religious people, those who boast in God and have never 
been made to see their sin. They think because of a feeling, an emotion or an experience 
and their own self-righteousness they are right with God, yet they stand guilty and 
condemned.  

     There are several reasons they have this sense of false hope. They have their own self-
made accomplishments that they glory in. Paul builds this case here to show that religion is 
not the key but it is found in a relationship with Christ.  

FALSE HOPE #1: - The Jew as well as the religious unsaved person has their hope placed in 
their lineage. “Indeed you are called a Jew, and rest on the law, and make your boast in God” 
(NKJV – Romans 2:17).  

     “Previously called Hebrews and Israelites, by the first century “Jew” had become the most 
common name for the descendants of Abraham through Isaac. “Jew” comes from “Judah” 
(meaning “praise”), one of the 12 tribes and the designation for the southern half of Solomon’s 
kingdom after his death. From the time of the Babylonian captivity, the whole race bore this 
title. Their great heritage, however, became a source of pride and complacency” (MacArthur, 
The MacArthur Study Bible Notes; 2006, page 1662-63). 

     For one to be a Jew was to the mind of many an automatic guarantee that one was right 
with God. When the Apostle Paul begin his condemnation of the entire world, he knew that 
the Jew knew claim an exemption from this based on their lineage because Paul himself 
was a Jew. So he dealt with them on these three areas of their claim as Alva J. McClain 
writes: 

1. “Because he was a son of Abraham. When Christ was condemning those Jews they 
replied, “We are Abraham’s seed” (Jn. 8:33, ASV).” 

 
2. “Because he had the law. The Jew rested his hope on possession of the law.” 

 
3. “Because he was circumcised. The old rabbinical writings of the Jews contain such 

statements as this: “No circumcised man will be lost.” In the days of Paul there was a 
saying that Abraham stood at the gates of Hades or Hell, seeing that no circumcised 
man was ever cast into Hell” (McClain, The Gospel of God’s Grace – Romans; 1973, 
page 81). 

     Like many today the Jew relied upon their family lineage. Their hope was in the past and 
not in their present relationship with Christ. Like many today trying to ride into heaven 
through the works, experiences and relationship of other family members. No my friend, 
salvation is a personal gift, received by personal, present faith and not past works of others 
of the same lineage.  
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FALSE HOPE #2: - The religious unsaved person relies upon the Law. The RSV reads - “But 
if you call yourself a Jew and rely upon the law and boast of your relation to God” (RSV – 
Romans 2:17). These Jews mentioned here falsely trusted in the Law and the fact they kept 
it. Yet Paul mentions a verse that relates to this in the opening of the chapter. The Jew and 
Gentile religious moralizers are no better than the other pagan nonbelievers. They stand 
weighed in the balances, they are found wanting and they are in fact inexcusable, or as the 
NASB reads “no excuse.” “Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes 
judgment, for in that which you judge another, you condemn yourself; for you who judge 
practice the same things” (NASB – Romans 2:1). 

     What the religious of then and today fall to realize is that the Law cannot save. It only 
points us to the one that can, Christ Jesus the LORD. “For I bear them record that they have a 
zeal of God, but not according to knowledge. 3 For they being ignorant of God's righteousness, 
and going about to establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the 
righteousness of God. 4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that 
believeth” (KJV – Romans 10:2-4). 

FALSE HOPE #3: - The religious unsaved person relies upon their boasting. “Behold, thou 
art called a Jew, and restest in the law, and makest thy boast of God” (KJV – Romans 2:17). 
The Jew as well as the unsaved religious man loves to boast about his special relationship 
with God. The religious Jew could recite from history the many things that God had done 
for Israel in the past. He boasted in those past experiences of others in his lineage as his 
personal hope in God.  

     He had been trained, memorized the law and kept the traditions of it. Phillips writes “He 
not only had the advantage of a Hebrew birth, but he also had the advantage of a Hebrew 
Bible. Moreover, he was an expert in making fine hairline distinctions over trivialities 
connected with the truth of God which had been revealed to him” (Phillips, Exploring Romans 
– An Expository Commentary; 2002, page 47). And it was all this that he was really 
boasting in. His boasting in his false hope left him with a sense of religious security yet he 
still stood guilty and condemned before God.  

Romans 2:18 

18 And knowest his will, and approvest the things that are more excellent, being instructed out 
of the law; 

FALSE HOPE #4: - The religious unsaved person relies upon their knowledge. And knowest 
his will, - the Jews were fully aware of the will of God in the bringing in of the Messianic 
plan. Yet instead of complete trust in the Messiah, the LORD Jesus Christ; their false hope 
laid in the keeping of the law for righteousness.  
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     “For if I build again the things which I destroyed, I make myself a transgressor. 19 For I 
through the law am dead to the law, that I might live unto God. 20 I am crucified with Christ: 
nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I 
live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me. 21 I do not frustrate 
the grace of God: for if righteousness come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain” (KJV – 
Galatians 2:18-21). 

FALSE HOPE #5: - The religious unsaved person relies upon their instruction. - being 
instructed out of the law; (KJV – Romans 2:18). This is speaking of the religious unsaved 
person that has been thoroughly instruction or indoctrinated in the law. This word 
“instructed” is the Greek word (κατηχούμενος) – katēchoumenos, this is where we get our 
English word catechism.  

     You may asked many today, when did you trust Christ as your Saviour? They will come 
back and say things like “well I went through the catechisms when I was 14, or I was 
baptized as an infant. Maybe you get an answer like I’ve grown up in church all my life – no 
I’m sorry I think you missed the question. When did you – trust Christ as Saviour? Because 
this is the only hope, all others is a false hope.  

FALSE HOPE #6: - The religious unsaved person relies upon themselves.  

Romans 2:19-20 

19 And art confident that thou thyself art a guide of the blind, a light of them which are in 
darkness, 

20 An instructor of the foolish, a teacher of babes, which hast the form of knowledge and of the 
truth in the law. 

     “Religion was no longer a crutch for this man. It caused him to be proud and self-sufficient” 
(McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary Series, Volume 42; 1991, Page 51). The lost religious 
man has built a confidence in himself for salvation, and not upon a relationship with Christ. 

- He is confident that he is a guide to the blind.  
- He is confident that he is showing them the light. 

     Yet Jesus told us “Let them alone: they be blind leaders of the blind. And if the blind lead 
the blind, both shall fall into the ditch” (KJV – Matthew 15:14). They cannot show the way 
out of darkness into the light because they have not the Light. They have rejected the true 
Light for trusting in themselves.  

- He is confident that he is an instructor of the foolish. 
- He is confident that he is a teacher of babes. 
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     Paul said these unsaved religious people have the form of knowledge and of the truth in 
the law. Yet this leaves them with no hope because they have never fully trusted in Christ 
they have a form of religion yet their trust is in their self, their knowledge and their 
instruction.  

     “This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. 2 For men shall be lovers of 
their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, 
unholy, 3 Without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers 
of those that are good, 4 Traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of 
God; 5 Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away. 6 For 
of this sort are they which creep into houses, and lead captive silly women laden with sins, led 
away with divers lusts, 7 Ever learning, and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth” 
(KJV – II Timothy 3:1-7). 

Romans 2:21-24 

21 Thou therefore which teachest another, teachest thou not thyself? thou that preachest a 
man should not steal, dost thou steal? 

22 Thou that sayest a man should not commit adultery, dost thou commit adultery? thou that 
abhorrest idols, dost thou commit sacrilege? 

23 Thou that makest thy boast of the law, through breaking the law dishonourest thou God? 

24 For the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through you, as it is written. 

      Paul states, therefore you that boast in these things and do such works before God are 
condemned. You that rely on your own religion and not your relationship with Christ stand 
guilty before God with your lack of faith and your own self-deceiving works.  

CHARGE #1 – Guilty – Works that deceive: Thou therefore which teachest another, teachest 
thou not thyself? Paul states here that not teaching one’s own self in the correct way is a 
great deception.  

CHARGE #2 – Guilty – Works that steal: thou that preachest a man should not steal, dost 
thou steal? Paul is speaking here of false teachers that were guilty of not preaching the full 
counsel of God, he states they were guilty of stealing people away from the truth.  

- NOTE: the Greek word used here in this verse in the Greek word “Klepto”. This is the 
word we get our English word “kleptomaniac” from and it is often used throughout 
the New Testament to describe false teachers. 

CHARGE #3 – Guilty – Works that are adulterous: Thou that sayest a man should not commit 
adultery, dost thou commit adultery?  There are 3 ways in which one can commit adultery 
toward God. 
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1. Mentally – in the mind (lustful thoughts) that one carries out in their thinking. 
2. Physically – with the body (one’s actions). 
3. Spiritually – when one has given themselves to worshipping anything other than the 

One True Living God.  

- NOTE: whenever a person promotes or follows a religious teaching that is not 
consistent with the truth of God’s Word, it is Spiritual adultery. 

CHARGE #4 – Guilty – Works that are Sacrilegious: thou that abhorrest idols, dost thou 
commit sacrilege? There were religious leaders in Paul’s day who robbed temples. They 
took money from God’s people and never fed them or taught them properly the true, pure 
ways of God. This is not only stealing from God’s people but this is sacrilege.  

CHARGE #5 – Guilty – Works that are dishonoring: Thou that makest thy boast of the law, 
through breaking the law dishonourest thou God? These are religious works that make one 
guilty of dishonoring God, when one begins to boast in themselves and not the LORD. We 
cannot by any means boast in our righteousness, because apart from Christ we have none. 

CHARGE #6 – Guilty – Works that blaspheme: For the name of God is blasphemed among the 
Gentiles through you, as it is written. Paul here tells the religious people (the Jews in 
context), that because of their actions, the Gentiles mock and laugh, they even blaspheme 
God because if one who says they believe has no fear of God and His judgments, why should 
a lost man hold this fear and retribution to be true.  

Romans 2:25-29 

25 For circumcision verily profiteth, if thou keep the law: but if thou be a breaker of the law, 
thy circumcision is made uncircumcision. 

26 Therefore if the uncircumcision keep the righteousness of the law, shall not his 
uncircumcision be counted for circumcision? 

27 And shall not uncircumcision which is by nature, if it fulfil the law, judge thee, who by the 
letter and circumcision dost transgress the law? 

28 For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; neither is that circumcision, which is outward in 
the flesh: 

29 But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, 
and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men, but of God. 

     Paul closes out this chapter with total condemnation of even yes the Religious Jew. “For 
circumcision verily profiteth, if thou keep the law: but if thou be a breaker of the law, thy 
circumcision is made uncircumcision” (KJV – Romans 2:25).  
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     Paul shows us with these closing passages that a person’s guilt and condemnation is not 
eliminated by outward religious works. But the righteousness of Christ can be declared by 
faith through the inward working of God’s Grace. But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and 
circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, (KJV – Romans 2:29).  

     What validates that we are in the family - For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; not 
outward works and signs, rites and religion. But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and 
circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men, 
but of God. 

     MacArthur states – “The praise that the true Jew, the true believer, receives is not from 
men, who are more inclined to ridicule God’s people than to praise them. The true believer’s 
reward of praise comes directly from God, his heavenly Father”  (MacArthur, The MacArthur 
New Testament Commentary – Romans 1-8; 1991, Page 161). 
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